THE  SPANISH  WAR
years later, during the second Cailist war, Bilbao was
besieged for 125 days, being completely cut off from the
outside world, both by land and sea. Batteries set up on
the northern heights threw thousands of shells into the
city, so that hardly a house was left standing when a relief
force finally marched in, just in time to save the city from
surrender. It was thus that Bilbao came by the name of
"Villa Invicta " It is interesting to note that though
Bilbao was almost razed to the ground during its third
siege it suffered very little during its fourth, and when
General Franco's victorious troops marched in on
June 19 they found it practically undamaged, save in the
vicinity of the bridges across the Nervion, which had been
blown up by Communists from the notorious Karl
Liebknecht battalion, and where many houses had been
wrecked by the force of the explosions and by huge frag-
ments of steel which had been hurled thiough the air.
To understand the operations against Bilbao one must
imagine that the road from east to west, the line of march
of General Franco's troops, was barred by a series of rocky
mountain ridges running more or less from south to north
and thus forming so many barriers which had to be sur-
mounted. This is merely a rough approximation, for the
mountain system round Bilbao does not in reality obey
such simple geometrical laws as those governing straight
lines. The mountain ranges are complicated, but as
General Franco nearly always approached them from east
to west it renders the campaign easier to understand to
take them as successive lines.
There were therefore four distinct stages m the
approach to the Basque capital. The first stage was the
freeing of the little town of Villareal, which, only a few
miles out of Vitona, had been blockaded by the Reds since
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